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Chapter 1: The Countdown Begins

Elena Cross woke up at 7:48 AM on a misty Thursday morning in Istanbul. The light filtering into her room illuminated the dusty covers of old books left by her father, George Cross. The memory of her father, whom she had lost three years ago, still lived in every corner of this room. Official records listed "heart failure" as the cause, but Elena was certain he had been targeted because of his anti-system writings.

"Your time is running out. Please move to a safe area."

The implant on her wrist vibrated. Elena, drawing on her habit as a philosophy teacher, took a deep breath. She always told her students, "Panic is the mind's greatest enemy." But this was different. This wasn't a theoretical lesson taught in a classroom.

She put on her smart glasses. Red, flashing numbers: 12:00:00.

As she walked to the coffee machine, she remembered Mark's last words to her: "This system will collapse one day, Elena. And on that day, we will need real heroes." Three years had passed since their separation, but his warnings about technology ethics still echoed in her ears. Mark had been on the Thanatos Network development team and was among the first to see the system's dark side.
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